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Training & Tactics

Sgt. James Topham

Can the famous “confidence game’, in
its many shades and hues, played the
world over by contartists, be played in
prison too? You bet it can! Read how
corrections emplovees can put them-
selves in a compromising situation
and not realize it until the trap has
been sprung and it's too late. This
author spells oul the warning signs in
the 14 steps of a setup. You'll want to
clip-and-save this one for certain.

hose of us that have been in cor-

rections fot any period of time

know that we cah have all the
use of force training, defensive tactics,
report writing, and first aid training in
the world and it will not prepare us for
the inmate set-up. We have all heard
the stories of the officers that have
become victims of inmate manipula-
tion and, what's known as “the set-up”
and it makes us wonder how and why
it happens?

For the most part we have lived our
lives—prior to entering this field—in
towns and cities surrounded by our
friends and by neighbors that we trust-
ed and could rely on in our daily rou-
tines. We tended to give people the
benefit of the doubt, and paid little
attention to the idea that someone
would deceive us. Becoming familiar



with the saying “a man's word is his
bond,” we may have come to expect
and accept that philosophy as binding.
But when we became educated as cor-
rectional employees, that all changed.

There are inmates who know almost
instinctively how to manipulate the
will of another person because coer-
cion has, in many cases, become a
lifestyle. -

Over the years of committing crimes,
being arrested, and incarcerated, some
of these inmates have honed their
skills. They have developed intricate
and sephisticated systems of decep-
tion, often times for no other reason
than the pleasure it provides them.

The system of deception they have
created is called the set-up. The set-up
is a game.

Webster's New World Dictionary
defines a game as any form of play,
amusement, or sport involving compe-
tition under rules. There is a winner
and a loser. The winner, in the case of
a successful set-up, receives rewards
and the loser pays the consequences.
The inmate can receive illegal contra-
band, sex, status among peers, and the
personal satisfaction from just being
able to do it

The loser's rewards are less glam-
orous. They can be terminated from
their employment, face criminal
charges, and in some cases, face death.

In reviewing the steps of behavioral
manipulation designed to show how
inmates implement a set-up it should
be understood that this process does
not always develop in the same order,
but all the elements wiil usually be uti-
lized regardless of the procedure the
inmate employs. The average set-up
takes approximately 19 months to be
successful, It is a slow process because
itis very subtle.

And because they are applied sub-
tly, set-ups can go on in full view of
employee’s peers, supervisors, and
administrators without being recog-
nized. However, depending on the vic-
tim's susceptibility level, set-ups can
occur in just weeks. To understand the
set-up one must realize how maniputa-
tion works.

Manipulation

Manipulation means to control or play
upon by artful, unfair, or insidious
means especially to one’s own advan-
tage. To change by artful or unfair
means $o as (0 Serve one’s purpose.

With that in mind. here is a review
of manipulative tactics that can be
used by inmates:

o Flattery: to stroke the ego.

« Empathy: to identity without feel-
ing sorry. "I can relate to that.”

» Sympathy: to feel sorry for them.

* Helplessness: beware the inmate
asking for help.

= Sensitivity: to you as a person.

= Confidentiality: to share a “secret”
or create a bond.

» Isolate and protect: use of rumors;
playing staff against staff.

-+ Touching: implies permission to
proceed further.

» Sexual references: is always unac-
ceptable whether by staff or inmates.

e Coercion and intimidation: usually
in the form of blackmail.

Staff susceptibility can go along
with inmate manipulation tactics. The
susceptibility factors that can affect

~ staff include:

» Environmental/societal condition-
ing.

{Attractive, polite inmate; or same
age. race, religion, background as the
corrections employee.)

» Sexual attraction.

{Especially if the emplovee is super-
vising members of the opposite sex.)

» Power and control.

{Used by staff who think they should
punish inmates. This gives inmates a
powerful motive to “get” the staff.)

Manipulation is accomplished on an
individual victim basis. Victims are
selected because of their personality
traits.

Inmates use the traits of the poten-
tial victinm that most would see as
good. A corrections employee's edu-
canon, years of experience. rank, sex,
ethnicity, and intellect are not protec-
tors. Any trait possessed by the target
officer that certain inmates can con-
strue as a weakness can result in that
individual being selected as a victim
in a set-up. '

Corrections employees. as well as
inmates, place officers and staff in
basically three categories: soft, medi-
um. and hard. (In most lesson plans
they use the word mellow. I find the
word mellow is too close to soft and
has a connotation about it. so for that
reason | will use the word medium.}

Soft employees are usually very
trusting, overly familiar, and naive.
They may have a strong desire to help
the inmate and be sympathetic and
understanding. They have the inability
to say “no” or take command.

Hard employees go strictly by the
book. Everything is black and white

and there is no in-between. They grant -

no leeway. This is often associated

with what we call the “macho syn-
drome”. :

Medium employees know how to
use the traits of both the soft and hard
categories at the appropriate times in
the right manner.

Inmates will concentrate on the soft
and hard employees. Soft because of
the inability or hesitancy to say no
combined with their understanding
and sympathetic traits. Hard because
inmates may feel that the hardness and
the ““by the book no exceptions atti-
tude” disguises a weakness in that
individual.

The medium employee that uses
both traits at the appropriate times will
usually be left alone. This is not
because they can’t be manipulated, but
because the process would take too
much time. Their actions will discour-
age the manipulative process. For
example: Soft=Gullible,
Medium=Cautious, Hard=Suspicious.

The 14 Steps

There are three processes in the set-up,
techniques, tools, and turnouts. The
first two processes—techniques and
tools—are considered the ner which is
spread to catchi the victim. In the final
process—the turnout—the ihmate
receives the payoff for his or her
patience and ability to manipulate the
victim, [t is not until this late stage
that the individuatl will redlize he has
fallen victim to a set-up, :

The three processes are made up of
fourteen steps. The first three steps
explain the inmate’s method of opera-
tion, This is the technique stage. The
next eight steps contain the tools they
will use in the set-up. Here, an inmate’s
manipulation tactics and resources
will be used to turn the employee. The
final three steps culminate in the
turnout, And-these last steps are used
to compromise-the employee and
advise them they are in real trouble.

Techniques

Step 1: Observation Process
An inmate does not just “pick a name
out of a hat” for selection of a victim
in a set-up. It is a very precise, close,
silent study by the inmate to determine
the likelihood of a victim. The target’s
movements, words, and actions in
every aspect of the daily job supply a
mantipulator with information vital to
the process.

The observer will watch and listen
to a potential victim. Actions and ver-




balizations will help him theorize s 1o
whether or not the person would be o
good candidate for selection. Thy
observer will pay close stlenton o an
employee who uses inmate jaruon,
ignores minor rules violutions, plas
Favorites, and iy easily destracted.

An mntate will produce i stalf per-

sonality profile to decide which,

employee may circumvent rules and
regutations. Responses to seeminygly
harmless questions assistin the con-
struction of this profile. This takes
place over months. [t is slow, subile.
and caleulated.

Body language: the munner and
method tn which a person carries one-
sell gives ofl messages. The vhserver.
walching the body language, wants 1o
know il the individual has a lack o
confidence, und is not sure in certain
situations. The observer wants to know
it feur can be instilled. and il the cor-
rections employee portravs a like or
dislike tor the joh.

These are ondy o lew of the obaery -
tions that will be mude based on indi-
vidual body lunguage. The was ahe
unlorny s Weorn Cun ansmi sivngts
to the obscerver too. Inmates mae
assume. based on an individuual '~
appearance of having unpressed cloth-
ing, wkempt personal hvgiene. und an
all-around sloppy ook that they lack
sell-estecm and professionaltism. This
could add to the profile as selection
for a victim becomes better delined.

Listening Observation: we all know
but sometimes lforget. that inmales lis-
en to everything we say and how we
say it. Much information about the
employee can be obtained just by lis-
tening. An inmate will listen 10 see it
the employee likes or dislikes certain
inmates. He will note hobbies and
interests, and listen to how the correc-
tions employee responds to supervi-
sors and to peers. He will listen for
personal information, such as home
address, whether married, single. or
divorced; and other seemingly harm-
less details.

Once the inmate finds out the indi-
vidual's likes and dislike he then can

~ adopt the same ones, even if this means
studying up on certain.subjects or
finding another inmate with knowl-
edge in that area of interest, When the
employee next appears, the conversa-
tion will begin based on the employ-
ees likes and dislikes in an attenipt to
form a different relationship between
the employee and the inmate.

Up to this point the observation
phase has probably been assisted by
numerous inmates. Each one of them
getting specific information a bir ar a

time and then compiling all of the
informazion gatherad by the set-up
rewum.

Aerba. Observation; based on the
ctisplovesprolile a somer will be cho-
seit trom the inmate s with the same
likes. di<hkes. and backeround as the
employes. The turner. along with sev-
erai other rriendly tnmates will con-
rent the 2mplosee and thus the con-
versapion will begin. Other inmates
thataccomipuny the turner are only
thaye to ~2¢ how the turner will be
received Tv the emplovee.

Wilt the emploves “befriend” the
inate”

The tumer will begin o build a close
bond with the staft member based on
infarmacon from the emplovee per-
sonality profile. The turner will por-
truy onls good qualities that the
employez respects and admires. The
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turner will look for signs of approval
or disapproval in the employee and if
they are comfortable or uncomfortable
with the topics of discussion. Both
verbal and nonverbal responses tfrom
the victim to the.manipulator will be
noled and reviewed. _

Action Observation: the turner witl
now viokate a minor rule to test what
sort of stand the employee will 1ake.
He will find out if the theory about the
employee’s reaction will be correct,
The action involves some risk on the
turner’s part but the violation will be
minor at first. The turner may even
make a verbal suggestion that he or
she may violate the rule or regulation
to see what type of response the
employee is going to give. If the
employee ignores this subtle sugges-
tion and looks the other way then the
mirner will act out the violation.




Step 2= Selection Of A Victim
Employees are selectéd as victims in
two ways: accidentally and intention-
alty. Many potential victims have been
selected and then tested against their
employee personality profile. The
inmates on the set-up team have Lo
expend a ot of time and energy to turn
an employee. so selection constitules
an important step. 1Uis like shopping.
They want to make sure they gel the
best return [or their elforts. If the pro-
file proves wrong, thew usually that
employee will be discarded as a target.
Any trait possessed by the employec
that the team can construe as a weak-
ness can restdtin that individual’s
selection as a victim of a set-up. Inten-
tiona! selection will be based on the
personality profile. employee traits.
and all of the information gathered up

1o this poinl. Accidental selection
could come rom the employee mak-
ing an errorin judgement that they
would not normally make and the
inmates hecoming aware of it. This
could be due 1o a job change. financial
difficulty. or famityv-oriented prob-
lems, They do not necessarily have to
be nevative chunges, they could be
positive.

Staep 3: Test The Limits/Fish
Testing

Testing the limits is just that. This is
called “nudging.™ The inmate will

-~ push, bend. and attempt te circumvent

minor rules o determing how far he
can go before the victim takes action,
i at atl

Fish testing ccewrs when the turner
requests minor ttems of contraband
thaut the vietim is not supposed 1o issue.

The inmate has put out the line and
hook which is the request. The bait on
the hook is the fact that the inmate has
made the victim feel obligated due to
the friendty relationship which has
been cultivated. The hook is set when
the victim gives the inmate the items
that were requested.

The intent here is to see how much
of-—and how eastly and how
fast—these items can be obtained. IUis
not uncommeon 1o have both of these
tactics used on the same victim. Test-
ing is slow and subtle and may go on
Fou the entire process of the set up.

Tools

The tools ol the set-up are found
steps 4-11. (These steps will follow the
rvpical sequence of their appearance
in the set-up process. However thes
can proveed in any order, calculaied
to validate that individual.)

'Steﬁ Qs The Support System

This step is summed up as a develop-
ment of togetherness and understand-
ing. This begins subtly with both ver-
bal and nonverbal support. Verbal
support could be comments of suppuort
and understanding indirectly given lo
the victim through conversations with
other inmates. This can be done in
such a way so the victim will hear the
comments ol support. Later they will
be given directly to the victim. i.e..
“you're the bext C.O. in the joint.”
The inmate will build the victim's ego.

Nonverbal will be subtle too, and al
first could consist of being on time for
work every day, going the "extra mile”
for the victim without being asked.
being enthusiastic about the work
assignment, and always performing
well with ro common inmate com-
plaints. o

The inmate wants to create a feeling
of making himself indispensable and if
possible making the victim's job easi-
er. Pledges of devotion and faith in the
individual will help create a strong
trusting friendship. ‘ :

Step S: Empathy/Sympathy
Empathy bases itself on a shared expe-
rience, attitude, thought. belief, and

-experience. The more areas encom-

passed by empathy the greater the
bond wiil become between the victim
and the inmate because of the shared
experiences.

Even though these shared experi-
ences may not have been acquired at
the same time or with that person it
creates an understanding and same-
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ness. [n empathy the inmate can iden-
tify and understand with the victim
without feeling sorry or pity. “ [ have
been there, I can relate to exact!y how
you are feeling.”

Sympathy demonstrules‘a feeling
without necessarily having shared the
experience that created the feeling.
Compassicn for another’s problems
without having had the experience
induces sympathy, The inmate may
have the sameness in feeling but not in
having shared the experience with the
victim, thus sympathy can be added to
the set-up through pity and compas-
siot.

Stegr ©: Plea For Help

Let's face it, to say correctional work
can be thankless is an understatement.
Tt is rare to see the fruits of our labor
arid thé occasional pat on the back.
Becatise the victim rarely runs into a
positive result from his work he is
highly susceptible to this step.

In Plea for Help the saving “a friend
‘in-needis a friend indeed™ is very {rue.
A corrections employee wants to help
and the inmates-know this and cun, use
it to their advanmge
. The inmate is trying to build a
-you/me situation. Follow i ing the empa-
' thy and ump'tthy stage w |Il be “you

Thel600
“Boot Cuff” -
Oversized
LegIron

are the oaty one that can help me.”

The inmate will draw the victim in
using ihe need to help with: “[ have
been a failure my entire life,” “[ am
such a waste,” “picase help!” Remem-
ber the employzes job is to help the
inmates within the prescribed manner.
That is the key, “within the prescribed
manner.” That does not mean keeping
things confidential between the
employee and the inmate.

Inmates will try to establish a strong
you/me situation by using confiden-
tiality. " T have to tell you something
but de not tell anyone.™ There is noth-
ing confidential between an employec
and an inmate.

Stewp T: We/They Syndrome
This step demonstrates perhaps the
most subtle 6f the set-up steps and
always pits one staff member against
another, The inmates want to separate
the victim from the rest of the staff so
the victim will turn to !hem ror ego
suppml

Inmates will tell the victim that they
overheard staff talking down about the
victim and that they can “understand.”
The inmates may tell the victim: “they
treat vou like us.” They will build on

. the victim's-ggo with statements such

caz't Toll-Free :

888-103-8848

or 920-921-9110

Fast, Free Info Circle 9

24 Sentamher/Ortahar 1000

Crrrartinne Tarhanlana 2 BAamamamanr

“they’re wrong aboul you,” and
“they do not kniow you like { do.”

If this will not work with the victim
then the inmates on the team might go
after other staff members about the
person they are trying to set-up. This
is an effoit to conquer and divide. Dis-
sension among ranks work. If the vic-
tim witl not buy into the “team support
system” then the inmates may go the
opposue direction, trying to remove
that victim from his suppoit system.

If those two techniques do not work
then there is another approach in the
welthey syndrome, which is 1o dwell
on a cause. Whatever position the vic-
tim takes about certain things thern the
inmates will take the same views.

Inmates will support whatever posi-.

tion.a susceptible employee takes such

as race, background. religion, and’

prejudices.

Step 8: Oj_"fe;r Of Protection

Offers of protection can be minor or -

serious. With a minor offer it could be

as simple as friendliness and trust 1o .

the inmate “taking the heat” for some-
thing he or she is requesting from the
victim. An inmate can afford to get
into trouble whereas employees can-
not. By saving. ~I'll take the heat,” an
inmate is offering protection. although
minor.

In the more sericus offer of protec-
tion it could consist of the use of fear
and staging an event. The inmate will
otfer information about areas of dan-
ger to the victim. The inmate will be
reassuring that he would never let this
happen to the victim.

I the victim does not appear to be
overly concerned about the dangers
then the sef-up team may stage an
event to demonsirate to the victim that

- the inmate or inmates will be there to

“protect.” This will take place when
no other statf members are in the area
to comie 1o the aid of the victim. They
want the victim to feel that his or her
peers are not able 1o assist in times of
trouble. This staged eventis not to
injure the vietim but to make the vic-
tim grateful Tor the inmate’s interven-
tion. The friendship between the vic-
tim and the protecior now becomes
eVen stronuer.

Step 9: Allusion To Sex
Controlling the urge for sex in correc-
tions is an ongoing problem. When an
inmate is attempting to manipulate a
staft member in o set-up for sex, the
situations and conditions must be care-
fully planned and implemented so as
not to draw attention to the inmate,

[t does not matter if we are talking



about a male or female staff member
as a victim in Step 9. Much ol the
information seen in print today about
this subject is directed toward the
female empioyee. Buta male correc-
tions employee can become a viclim
to the Allusion To Sex just as easily as
a female employee.

Manipulative inmates are not only
males, the female inmates can be and
have proven 1o be just as devious. The
allusion to sex will come at any poinl
in the set-up process that the inmate
feels most comfortable. The inmate
will approach the subject when they
feel the friendship they have cultivaied
will olerate it ;

The comments may be directed at
the employee but away from the
inmate, such as claiming it was anoth-
er inmale that made certain comiments
and that the inmale was sticking up fo
the employee. For example: "Lust
night while the women were siling
around wlking. one of the girls said it
iLwere not For heing inprison she
would have sexoswith you freety, [aand
vou were not fike that.” The inmare
will new wail to see what the stall
member’ s response is going to be
This is going to determing the next
step in the sel-up process.

Even having no response coukd Il
to the beliel by the inmate that it is all
right to have these types ol conversi-

tions. I the inmate believes the victm

ix responding in a positive manner. the
allusion w sex will become more direct
involving the manipulator.

Stegy 1Oz The Touch System

Inmates will create a touching siua-
tion with both male und Female
employees, This does not necessarily
have 10 be sexual i nature. For males

itcould be a handshuke. pat on the

hack. or the placing ol a hand on the
shoulder. [tis an attempl to creale a
more personable bond.

The touching of females may be less
obvious, such as the flicking of dirt

from the uniform: the straightening of

the collar. or even a pat on the buck.
With both male and lemale employees
it may seem like an accident such as
bumping into the victim or brushing
up against her. Even the accidental
touching of a breast hay proven
increase the personal bond. And the

inmate witl usualty apologize profuse-

ty until the incident is forgotten,

But the touching will grow more
and more frequent and protonged as
well as better timed to ensure that no
other staff member is around. Also.
the touching will become more seri-
ous. Again, this takes place overtime
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and is very carefully thought out and
executed.

Stegp 113 The Rumor Clinic
The rumor clinic completes the process
that was started during the we/they
step. In Lthe welthey step the goal was
to pull the victim from the peers. But
this step is now designed to pull the
peers away from the victim, thus, com-
ing full circle.

A well-placed rumor can be devas-
tating to anyone’s reputation. This
well-placed rumor will create doubt in
the minds of everyone, even in the
people who state their dishelief in the
rumor. The disbelievers will still walk
away with a gut feeling that there must
be some truth to the rumor or it would
not have been generated.

The inmates will start the' rumor in
such a way so as not to bring attention
to them: usually starting the rumor in
an area away from the victims work
area will do this. This will lessen the
chances of the rumor being associated
10 them and allow the rumor o gain
strength. This will create a feeling of
isolation in the victim and create a
strengthening of the bond between the
inmates and the victim.

Turnouts

Up until now the inmates have violat-
ed no laws and the rules infractions
have been minor. The inmates have
implemented the first 11 steps of the
set-up process without being detected.
Remember, this has been a period of
many months. (The average is approx-
imately 19 months.)

Before taking the next step the
inmates must review whether or not
the set-up has been properly adminis-
tered. They need to be sure the victim
being deceived can also be controlled.
They cannot proceed without breaking
the law and committing serious in-
house violations.

The final three steps are very close-
ly associated and intertwined. These
steps ate the point of no return for all
involved. What has been perceived as
being friendly, helpful, innocent, and
trustworthy now becomes deadly seri-
ous.

Steyp 12= The Shopping List
Everything that has transpired has lead
to this point in the set-up, The inmates
are going to make their demands and
expose their true intentions. The shop-
ping list is just that, a list of contra-
band items.

This list not only includes goods but
could also encompass sexual favors.
They have created a situation where
refusal is difficult. The shopping list,
besides letting the victim know what
the inmates demands are, also lets the
viclim know he’s been compromised.
Backing out is never an option for the
inmate.

Steyy 13 The Lever

A lever will pry, or force an object to
respond through the proper distribu-
tion of pressure. If the turners have
done the job property. the right distrib-
ution ol pressure has been applied and
now Lhey get their demands met, The
lever is obtained at any point during
the set-up process. The victim gave
the inmates the lever they needed to
proceed with the turnout,

Somewhere along the line there has
been some type of indiscretion on the
victim’s behalf that the manipulator
threatens to expose. This is a very
dangerous time for the victim. The fun
and games are over and if the victim
does not submit to the inmate demands
then he is at their mercy—and could
pay with his life. Victims that submit
1o the demands are usually led to
beligve that this is a one-fime request,

But it is rarely. if ever, a one-time
request, ) '

The victim will feel some release of
pressure thinking that after the
demands are met this time. things will
return to normal and the indiscretion
will be forgotten. This is not the case.

Stegp 14: The Sting

The sting wraps up all the steps in the
set-up. The victim now has a choice to
make: do as you are told or suffer the
consequences. When the set-up reach-
es this point most employees comply
with the demands of the inmates. Oth-
ers will resign and some will risk the
possibility of being harmed and expose
the situation,

It is for the most part a lose/lose sit-
uation for the victim. Even if the vic-
tim succumbs to their demands it is
not enough for the inmates to have
turined the employee and reaped the
rewards, The inmates themselves will,
after using the victim. expose the
employee’s indiscretion to the authori-
ties.

A sel-up is a game. It is a game with
a winner and a loser and it has rules
and a stralegic method. Can correc-
tional siaff be prepared for an inmate
set-up? The answer is yes.
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Avoidance, Protection

There are some lips you can follow to M
help be better prepared for an inmate |-
set-up. They are as follows: :

» Professionalism: respect your envi-
ronment and never become unduly
familiar with the inmates. i

» Recognition Training: learn thefg
techniques and methads used by inmate
in the set-up process. 1

« Communication Monitoring:§
remember what you say and how you
say it is constantly being monitored by g
the inmates. g

o Information Gathering: this worksj
both ways. Know the inmates that g
work for you and learn their behav-§
iors. ]

¢ Procedural Knowledge: know the
inmate rules and regulations as well as §
the employee rules and reguiations. '

« Confident Command: be firm, fair,
consistent, and objective in your con-
tact with inmates.

+ Chain of Command: use your
supervision of lhe inmates as a source
of information and keep your chain of §
command informed of situations, ques- §
tions, and problems.

« Documentation: this is your best
form of protection. If it is not in writ-
ing then it did not happen. File reports
and interdepartmental memos on inci-
dents. Keep your notebook complete
with information regarding times,
dates, and names among other things.

o Learn the effective and appropriate
use of the word ‘no’.

s Crisis Judgement: protect yourself;
report it; respond appropriately, using
the minimum force necessary, com-
municate it; and, document, document,
document!

Inmate set-ups are a serious problem
that go on right under our noses. They
involve peers, supervisors, and even
administrators. If you see an employee
heading down that path, stop them and
report the actions of the inmates, Help
gach other (o survive in this jungle we
call our place of employmenti. Correc-
tions professionals work in the inmate’s
living environment and we should
never forget that! Take nothing for
granted and respect that environment.

Author Jim Topham is a training coordi- !
nator at the Merrimac, NH, County |
Department of Corrections. He is a reg- |
ularly-appearing contributor to CTM
Magazine. Photos by Mark C. lde.



